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robberies, illegitimate businesses, street gangs) that showed up in the archival searches 

related to organized crime but never connected to organized crime. The lack of 

connection to the largest components suggests that these criminal groups were distinct 

from organized crime and had no overlapping criminal relationships with members of 

organized crime. I operationalize organized crime for the purposes of this research as the 

largest components of criminal relationships extracted from the Capone Database. This 

definition removes all the petty criminals and smaller components that existed outside of 

organized crime during the two time periods. 

The largest components map the structure of the organization at two points in 

time. Illicit and informal organizations comprise sets of interactions coordinating 

corruption and profits beyond the walls of a headquarters building and beyond the list of 

individuals on a roster, but when these criminal relationships and individuals overlap they 

form the larger structure of organized crime. Analytically it is important to conceptualize 

the largest component as the organization in order to speak to broader organizational 

changes and to bound what is included and excluded in these changes. To these ends, I 

consider the phrases “the network of organized crime” and “the organization of organized 

crime” to be conceptually equivalent. Both include the cultural and historical space 

containing the legal and social resources of organized crime. Throughout this dissertation 

I refer to the organization or the organized crime network interchangeably, and both refer 

to the largest component in my data.  

The second subset I utilized from the Capone Database was address data. For this 

subset, I extracted all of the sex work and alcohol related addresses that operated from 

1900 to 1933 and had information on proprietors, co-proprietors, operators, or managers. 



!

29 

The information on the people associated with the addresses was necessary for me to do a 

gender comparison, so I dropped all addresses without information on proprietors, co-

proprietors, operators, or managers from the subset. These addresses include organized 

crime establishments as well as establishments not related or connected to organized 

crime. 

I identified 500 alcohol related addresses within the 34-year time period that 

included saloons, speakeasies, restaurants serving alcohol illegally, small shops and 

pharmacies selling alcohol illegally, and breweries. These addresses also include 

domestic spaces like blind pigs, beer flats, and domestic sales of moonshine. I identified 

517 sex work related addresses within the 34-year time period that included formal 

spaces such as brothels as well as cabarets, dance halls, restaurants, and saloons that 

violated prostitution laws. The sex work related addresses also included the domestic 

spaces of apartments and houses where women and men operated informal brothels. 

These addresses provide context regarding the illicit activities within the urban space of 

Chicago, but they also provide some evidence regarding the changing markets around sex 

work and alcohol.  

Table 3 summarizes the bulk of the evidence in this dissertation. I detail these 

counts and their relevance throughout the chapters, but these are the samples on 

organized crime and addresses extracted from the Capone Database that I refer to 

throughout the dissertation. The first set of counts and percentages in Table 3 is 

composed of the individuals in the largest components indicating the individuals in the 

organized crime network. The second set of counts and percentages is a summary of the 

criminal ties within organized crime. The third set of counts and percentages includes 
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organized crime addresses as well as addresses outside of organized crime. In general, 

men-involved addresses are the total addresses minus some, but not all, of the women-

involved addresses because of co-ownership and co-management establishments. 

 
Table 3: Sample totals, 1900-1919 and 1920-1933 
!

 Time 1 
1900-1919 

Time 2 
1920-1933 

Organized Crime Individuals   
Total 267 937 
 (100%) (100%) 
Men 220 899 
 (82%) (96%) 
Women 47 38 
 (18%) (4%) 
Criminal Relationships in Organized Crime   
Total 789 3,250 
 (100%) (100%) 
Man and Man 641 3,134 
 (81%) (96%) 
Man and Woman 122 109 
 (16%) (3%) 
Woman and Woman 26 7 
 (3%) (<1%) 

Illicit Establishment Addresses   
Alcohol Related 328 172 
 (100%) (100%) 
Women Involved 15 46 
 (5%) (27%) 
   
Sex Work Related 332 185 
 (100%) (100%) 
Women Involved 128 88 
 (39%) (48%) 

 

I identified 47 women and their 148 criminal ties in organized crime from 1900 to 1919, 

and I identified 38 women and their 116 criminal ties in organized crime from 1920 to 

1933. I refer to these women and their relationships with regularity through the chapters. 
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The organized crime network went from being 18 percent women to only 4 percent 

women. This dramatic change in percentages was the foundation for my research 

questions for this project. I answer these questions via social network analysis and 

comparing relevant biographical details of these women. 

I leverage the address data to understand the shifting illicit markets in Chicago in 

order to test whether women’s dramatic decrease in organized crime was a more general 

pattern of women’s decrease in crime during Prohibition. The address data suggest 

otherwise. I find that the percent of women-involved addresses increased during 

Prohibition in both alcohol related addresses and sex work related addresses. I situate the 

organized crime networks within these larger market shifts in the proceeding chapters.  

 
Chapter Outline 

Good mixed methods research overcomes the weaknesses of one method with the 

strengths of another. Social network analysis provides a set of tools to organize and 

analyze historical relationships and organizations, but these tools also require a level of 

abstraction that limits explanation. Interpreting social network results through historical 

narrative methods brings the power of temporal ordering and causality back to the 

analysis. This project employed social networks to organize information on over 3,000 

individuals and over 15,000 relationships associated with criminal activity and its take 

down in Chicago between 1882 and 1952, with the majority of these relationships 

occurring during Prohibition. Analyzing these networks permits me to map out organized 

crime, calculate multiple descriptive statistics, model hypotheses, and compare 

organizational change and gender inequality in two different institutional contexts. In the 

end I was left with a robust finding about the structural shifts of organized crime 
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excluding women but with no answer as to why. Interpreting the network results through 

historical narrative allowed me dig deeper in order to answer the why. Returning to the 

original archival sources, I identified the conditions that connected women to organized 

crime in the first place and excluded them in the next. The subsequent chapters are 

technically organized by method though I intentionally obscured these boundaries by 

leveraging historical data with network data in the causal explanations across the 

chapters. 

Chapter 2 explains the legal and geographic conditions that permitted organized 

crime to develop and thrive in Chicago at the turn of the twentieth century. Organized 

crime from 1900 to 1919 revolved around the exploitation and protection of sex work and 

gambling, illicit urban entertainment economies accompanying Chicago’s explosive 

population growth. Organized crime began in Chicago’s red-light districts as the 

coordination between aldermen, police officers, and business owners exchanging tributes 

for protection from police raids or legal prosecution. The organized crime network was 

relatively small and decentralized with no clear group of crime bosses. Organized crime, 

at this time, coordinated a specialized protection market that was territorial. This 

organizational context had increased opportunities for women. Eighteen percent of the 

individuals in the organized crime network were women, and women’s connections to 

organized crime were almost entirely through their brothel businesses. Their locations in 

Chicago’s sanctioned and unsanctioned red-light districts were part of organized crime’s 

territory, so women paid in and joined accordingly to avoid raids, escape prosecution, and 

fix judges. These organized crime opportunities did not require familial and romantic 

relationships to organized crime men.  
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Chapter 3 identifies the consequences of the exogenous shock of Prohibition on 

the organized crime network and women’s subsequent exclusion from organized crime. 

Prohibition shifted the legitimate production and distribution of alcohol to the criminal 

economy, which produced a fundamental shift in the organizational structure of crime. In 

response to the US prohibition of the production, transportation, and sales of intoxicating 

beverages, the organized crime network tripled in size and became more sparse and 

centralized with a clearer leadership structure at the center. The market was less 

territorially concentrated as organized crime spread geographically to villages outside of 

Chicago when the increased scale of production was tied to activities rather than 

locations. This organizational restructuring mobilized men and excluded women. Women 

made up only 4 percent of the Prohibition organized crime network even as women’s 

proportion of alcohol and sex work activities and properties around Chicago were 

increasing. Women entrepreneurs could not connect to the organization on the location of 

their small businesses alone. Thus, relations trumped locations as the means of 

connecting to organized crime, and women could not access those relationships to 

organized crime as easily as men could. During Prohibition, women’s access to organized 

crime came to be defined mostly by their husbands or romantic partners. 

Chapter 4 employs the tools of social network analysis to map out the organized 

crime networks at two points in time: 1900 to 1919 and 1920 to 1933. In the small and 

decentralized structure of pre-Prohibition organized crime, women were peripheral but 

they made up 18 percent of the individuals in the network and resided on 19 percent of 

the criminal relationships in the network. Prohibition tripled the number of people and 

quadrupled the number of relationships in the organized crime network. The network 
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simultaneously became more sparse and more centralized. Similar to previous research 

on women’s success and access to powerful roles influenced by organizational structure, 

I find that the centralized structure during Prohibition excluded women. Women’s 

participation dropped to only 4 percent of the individuals in the network and 4 percent of 

the relationships in the network. This organizational shift also diminished the remaining 

women’s positions in the network. Evidence for this comes from calculations of gender 

gaps across multiple network positions, and my finding that gender inequality increased 

in every single measure from the pre-Prohibition network to the Prohibition network. 

In chapter 4, I also replicate the structural analysis with sensitivity to the role that 

criminal elites had on the gender gap. Treating criminal elite men and criminal non-elite 

men as conceptually different categories reveals a moment of rough gender parity before 

Prohibition when all women looked like the non-elite men in organized crime in terms of 

structural positions. This parity eroded during Prohibition. Not surprisingly, a large 

gender gap remained between women and non-elite men because non-elite men formed 

ties with elite men when women did not. Before Prohibition women and non-elite men 

did not control network resources, but they had similar access to networked resources; 

during Prohibition, non-elite men had better access to networked resources than women. 

Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation with a brief summary of the findings and 

arguments as they relate to the three research questions presented in this chapter. I then 

turn to a discussion of the limitations, contributions, and implications of this research. 

The historical narratives and organized crime networks in the following pages are often 

not flattering, but they revisit a historical moment and a historical organization to correct 
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misconceptions about women’s locations in history and render women, even criminal 

women, visible and relevant.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

WOMEN IN CHICAGO ORGANIZED CRIME, 1900-1919 

 
Chicago organized crime coordinated the protection and exploitation of illicit 

gambling and sex work businesses with the corruption of legitimate political and law 

enforcement offices from 1900 to 1919. Structurally, the organized crime network was 

small, sparse, and decentralized. Organized crime’s protection market was territorial 

focusing on Chicago’s red-light districts where brothels, gambling dens, dance halls, and 

saloons concentrated. This organizational structure and its territorial focus provided 

increased organized crime connections for women because entrepreneurial women could 

access the protection market through the locations of their brothels. Women made up a 

significant percentage of the organized crime network during this period when they paid 

collectors and fixers, owned or managed protected brothels, or trafficked other women. 

Women’s entrée to organized crime was through the locations of their brothels rather 

than their relations to organized-crime-involved husbands or romantic partners.  

In this chapter, I detail the legal and geographic conditions that permitted 

organized crime to develop and thrive in Chicago at the turn of the twentieth century. I 

begin with a discussion of the fluctuating laws, regulations, and enforcements regarding 

the sex work economy that made sex work risky business even when it was technically 

legal. Then I examine men and women’s ownership and management of brothels. Though 

sex work was inherently women’s work, the profits of sex work were divided among men 

and women. The sex work economy existed throughout the city but concentrated in the 

red-light districts which were easy to locate and easy to exploit. I describe the territory of 

the red-light districts where organized crime developed and focused its protection market. 
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Under these conditions, politicians, law enforcement, and men and women illicit 

entertainment business owners coordinated a loose and profitable syndication of graft 

payments, collections, protections, and extortion. Former mayors, Chicago School 

sociologists of the 1920s, and urban historians have made the connection between early 

twentieth century Chicago organized crime and the sex work economy by focusing on a 

few key men.1 My research goes beyond this connection and these few key men by 

situating women of the sex work economy as relevant actors in the 1900 to 1919 Chicago 

organized crime network.  

 
The Laws 

Illicit entertainments were risky businesses. Though not illegal, saloons and dance 

halls were highly regulated by city and state statutes and frequently raided by Chicago 

police and morals inspectors. Violations included unescorted women, interracial dancing 

or socializing, or failure to follow closing hours. Sex work and gambling were technically 

legal, but the spaces in which these activities occurred were criminalized under the 1874 

Criminal Code, which prohibited the keeping or leasing of a house of ill-fame or 

disorderly house that encouraged “idleness, gaming, drinking, fornication, or other 

misbehavior.”2 Disorderly house laws were broad, and police and judges enforced them 

irregularly. Commentators pointed out the ambiguity of the sex work laws and the 

ambiguity of their enforcement; for example, Chicago Tribune journalist John Callan 

O’Laughlin noted Chicago’s failure to enforce state law:  

I am told an Illinois state law prohibits prostitution. This law is not enforced in the 
city of Chicago. I am told there is a city ordinance so constructed that it permits 
by wide interpretation the regulation of this moral crime. In Chicago vice is 
neither prohibited nor is it well regulated.3   
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University of Chicago sociologist Walter Reckless agreed in his survey, Vice in Chicago, 

and stated, “Prostitution was never quite legalized or even tolerated in Chicago or in 

other American cities. It merely had been permitted to exist (in spite of statutory law) 

during a period when public discussion of it was tabu.”4  

Thus, within this legally gray area of the early twentieth century, the rules and 

regulations targeting brothels and sex work frequently landed women selling sex, men 

buying sex, or either managing the selling of women’s sex in jail and in court. The 

cacophony of sex work economy regulations prohibited solicitation from windows, 

leasing property to operate brothels or “houses of ill repute,” liquor sales at brothels, and 

boarding women against their will. It was not until 1915 that an amendment to the 

disorderly conduct laws criminalized the solicitation of sex work, which was the first 

criminal statute to impact the sex workers themselves.5 

Chicago law enforcement altered the sex economy’s rules and regulations while 

proclaiming themselves reformers or bowing to the pressures of the loud moral activists 

of the Progressive Era.6 For example, when police arrested women assumed to be sex 

workers in raids, they took the women to the police stations but would not book them 

until 1:00 AM. Inspectors argued that this departmental policy kept women off of the 

streets and out of the brothels as their bails would not be posted until after mandatory 

citywide closing hours.7 The irony of this supposedly protective action was that women 

had to complete more sex work in order to pay back their bail. 

In 1909, Chief of Police Leroy Steward issued a new directive against Chicago’s 

red-light districts.8 Singlehandedly, Chief Steward banned swinging doors, colored lights, 

and delivery boys under the age of 18 from brothels. He banned brothels outside of the 
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segregated red-light districts, brothels within two blocks of a school, church, hospital, or 

other public institution, and brothels located on Chicago’s elevated train line. Steward 

also promised rigid enforcement of a ban on women entering saloons without a male 

escort. Enterprising unescorted women banned from the saloons turned their attentions 

toward cheap theaters where they could “sit and solicit drinks from the men in the 

audience” or hired male escorts to sit with them in saloons and cafes.9 Immediately 

following the three-day grace period to comply with Chief Steward’s new orders, police 

made over 50 arrests of about 30 men and the rest women.10 Later in the week, 20 more 

women were arrested at North Side saloons because they were without male escorts.11 

The regulations meant to protect women effectively increased the criminalization of 

women—sex workers or not. 

Chief Steward’s regulations were a startling display of power. The regulations 

caused immediate confusion among the red-light district workers who swarmed precinct 

stations with questions.12 The most public opposition came from William A. Brubaker, 

chairman of the Prohibition Central Committee of Cook County, in an open letter 

published in the Chicago Tribune in which Brubaker admonished Chief Steward for 

abusing his power: 

Permit me to ask: Who clothed you with legislative powers and authorized you to 
nullify the ordinances of the city of Chicago and the laws of the state of Illinois? 
When and by whom was the chief of police of Chicago made superior to the 
governor, the legislature, and the Supreme Court of Illinois?13  
 

Even though Brubaker chaired a committee calling for the criminalization of sex work 

and the closing of the red-light districts of Chicago, the contents of Brubaker’s letter 

focused on law enforcement’s failure to follow and administer state law. Perhaps 

Brubaker recognized that a rogue chief of police could not bring lasting change to the 
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state of Illinois. In response, Chief Steward refused to read Brubaker’s letter or 

acknowledge its contents, and he had no qualms about discrediting Brubaker’s position 

on the criminalization of sex work as being unrealistic.14 Two years later, Police Chief 

Steward’s order was “hailed as one of the best regulative orders that Chicago ever had 

known and it worked a wonderful change in the [red-light district].”15 This legal 

ambiguity and fluctuation occurring in the streets was also occurring in the courts. 

Forced to respond to the changing regulations of sex work and the red-light 

districts, some judges’ rulings were inconsistent with Progressive Era activists’ attempts 

to save women. In 1911, Municipal Judge Walker discharged 11 women from his court 

striking at the police order that banned unescorted women from saloons. He justified his 

actions by saying, “A woman has as much right in a saloon as a man” and criticized the 

police for not also targeting unescorted high society women at the “fine hotel cafes.”16 

Judges’ rulings for greater gender equality were punitive as well. For example, Morals 

Court Judge Hopkins was the first judge in the state of Illinois to charge women, alleged 

sex workers from South Side brothels, with vagrancy. Reporters commented that Judge 

Hopkins had “annihilated the double code of morals when he announced his intention of 

punishing in equal measure men and women alike found in resorts.”17 Similar to the 

reactionary regulations introduced by the police chief, judges’ inconsistencies in rulings 

increased legal ambiguity around sex work.  

New specialized courts in Chicago’s judicial system also added legal ambiguity to 

the sex work economy. The Morals Court was a specialized branch of the Municipal 

Court that processed sex work related arrests.18 In response to the Chicago Vice 

Commission’s 1911 report, Chicago officials established the Morals Court, in 1913, 
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which was fully operational by 1914. The Morals Court operated as a public clearing 

house, records keeper, and enforcer of sex work regulation.19 The morals upheld in the 

Morals Court preserved the Progressive Era ideal of white women’s femininity when 

mention of sex work and women’s sexuality was taboo.20 The criminalization of moral 

transgressions was largely a criminalization of women. Men booked at the Morals Court 

were able to leave quickly if they could arrange bail.21 Women were held overnight in 

order to undergo medical examinations and appear in court the following morning. If 

women tested positive for venereal diseases, they were sent to Lawndale Hospital for 

treatment.22 Judges frequently viewed the hospitalization as punishment and would 

dismiss the pending cases when women were no longer infected. The moral double 

standards of this court shifted slightly in 1919 when judges could hospitalize infected 

men as well as women.23  

Courts revived old laws and adopted new ones to discourage and suppress sex 

work in Chicago. A civil case in 1912 reminded the Chicago courts of the old 1874 

disorderly conduct law that implicated the landlords of properties used for “disorderly 

houses.” Under the disorderly house law, private citizens could file civil cases against 

property owners.24 In 1915, Illinois passed a new injunction and abatement law that could 

close any property associated with sex work for one year.25 The private anti-prostitution 

activist group the Committee of Fifteen aggressively investigated and filed cases against 

alleged brothels and women’s homes under the injunction and abatement laws for years.26  

Legal ambiguity and fluctuation made the sex work economy risky business. 

Increased police raids cost brothel owners money when posting bail, and judges’ 

vagrancy rulings cost brothel owners money when paying legal fees and fines. New 



!

46 

morals judges and morals inspectors, with their heightened convictions, were more 

difficult to fix and pay off.27 All of these payments cut into profits. There was money to 

be made if a protection market could undercut the price of bail, legal fees, and fines. An 

elaborate syndication of protection, graft, and corruption could also force businesses into 

the protection market with threats of frequent police raids. Organized crime developed in 

this ambiguous legal space.  

 
The Sex Economy 

From 1880 to 1890, Chicago’s population more than doubled, making it the 

second largest city in the United States with a population just over one million. By 1910, 

Chicago claimed more than two million residents. Rural laborers, waves of migrants from 

southern and eastern Europe, and the great migration of southern blacks all moving to 

Chicago in pursuit of food, work, and money fueled urban growth. Urban entertainment 

thrived on the wages of industrial capitalism. Workers’ demands for leisure redefined city 

blocks, outpaced regulations, and brought together men and women from all walks of 

life.  

Unaccompanied young men and women were arriving in Chicago in 

unprecedented numbers. In 1909, Jane Addams, charter member of the American 

Sociological Society, sociology instructor at the University of Chicago, and founder of 

Chicago’s Hull House, lamented the changes she observed in urban youth and young 

adults: 

Never before in civilization have such numbers of young girls been suddenly 
released from the protection of the home and permitted to walk unattended upon 
the city streets and to work under alien roofs; for the first time they are being 
prized more for their labor power than for their innocence, their tender beauty, 
their ephemeral gaiety. … Never before have such numbers of young boys earned 
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money independently of the family life, and felt themselves free to spend it as 
they choose in the mist of vice deliberately disguised as pleasure.28 
 

While Addams’s sentiment exemplified the social movement politics of the Progressive 

Era, she was also remarking on the changing social conditions for working-class women 

as a growing part of the urban workforce. Some of these women had left Midwest family 

farms, but many were immigrant and black working women.29 Women’s paltry wages did 

not get them far in the city. Women earned about $8 a week in manufacturing or sales or 

about $5 to $6 a week plus tips in waitressing, which adjusting for inflation would be 

approximately $130 to $190 a week in 2015 dollars.30  

Jane Addams and other Progressive activists were concerned with white women’s 

exploitation in the urban labor force, but their alarm of “vice deliberately disguised as 

pleasure” referred to the lucrative wages that women found in sex work. In tandem with 

an increasing working population and increasing wages of industrial capitalism was a 

growing urban entertainment economy of sex work, gambling, saloons, cabarets, and 

dance halls. White women working at modest or midrange brothels could earn just as 

much salary a week as the white shop girls and waitresses while working fewer hours and 

receiving free room and board.31 Carrie Watson, with her successful brownstone brothel 

on Clark Street, told British muckraker William Stead that if women had youth, health, 

and good looks, their assets were valued more on Clark Street than in offices and retail 

shops.32 Sex work, she explained, was “an easy lazy way of making a living” for women, 

and all of her employees were each supporting three to four dependents with their 

wages.33 In 1911, The Chicago Vice Commission estimated that there were 5,000 sex 

workers in Chicago and $15 million spent each year in Chicago’s brothels.34 Although it 
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was in the Vice Commission’s interest to inflate their figures, their claim of an influential 

underground economy in which many women found work went undisputed.  

Women’s work in the sex economy was not just as sex workers. Entrepreneurial 

women ran brothels, employed and managed sex workers, and recruited talent. I find that 

women managed and profited in the commodification of sex at rates similar to those of 

men. According to my calculations of brothel and sex work related addresses, women 

owned, co-owned, managed, and/or operated 28 percent of the sex economy businesses 

from 1900 to 1909 and 52 percent of the sex economy businesses from 1910 to 1919. To 

the best of my knowledge, there is no single historical source to validate my calculations, 

but I have found a few sources with similar kinds of estimates. Historian Cynthia Blair 

analyzed British muckraker William Stead’s 1894 “Black List” of some of the most 

notorious brothels in Chicago’s red-light district, and she found that women owned 24 

percent of the brothels on Stead’s list.35 However, Stead’s Black List did not include 

information on women managers or operators, which would have increased women’s 

percentage.36 The captain of the 22nd Street police station estimated in 1909 that women 

owned 50 percent of the 140 brothels in his district.37 Chief of Police Steward estimated 

in 1909 that women owned 75 percent of Chicago’s 400 brothels, but Steward’s count of 

brothels was much lower than sociologist Walter Reckless’ 1910 count of 1,020 

brothels.38 Unfortunately, Reckless did provide information on how many of the 1910 

brothels were owned or operated by women, which makes it difficult to verify Chief 

Steward’s estimate. Somewhere in the middle of this distribution is the rough estimate 

that women made up about 50 percent of the ownership and management of the sex work 

economy. The sex economy was predominantly women’s work, but the ownership and 
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management shows that the profits of the sex economy were divided between men and 

women.   

Chicago’s most elite brothels generated such great profits that women owners 

retired in comfort and luxury. On October 19, 1909, evangelical preacher Gipsy Smith 

led a revival parade of hundreds marching through the segregated red-light district. His 

anti-red-light district and anti-sex-work parade to save women was an unconventional 

albeit effective advertisement for brothel owners. One unnamed woman who managed 

one of the largest brothels in the district joked and moralized to reporters about the boom 

in business that the preacher brought to her part of the red-light district:  

I have been in this neighborhood more than five years, and I can truthfully say 
that I never saw anything like the crowds that are coming to the houses tonight. 
Several times since the parade this place has been so full that we have had to 
refuse any more admittance. From a business standpoint I suppose we should be 
highly pleased. However, notwithstanding all the easy money that has drifted our 
way this evening, I am sorry that it happened. I am sorry for the young boys that 
were attracted to the district—many of them for the first time in their lives. And 
the young girls that walked along the street and gazed into the houses cannot 
escape a tinge of corruption. But far be it from me to moralize. I’m here to make 
the money, and it certainly is coming in fast tonight. If Gipsy Smith would lead a 
few more parades down here I would soon make money enough to retire and live 
on the interest of my wealth.39 
 
Talk of profits and retiring on brothel-earned wealth were not uncommon for the 

red-light districts’ most successful women brothel owners. The elite brothels of Chicago 

wined and dined distinguished clients with live music, luxury furnishings, premium 

champagne, and talented women. The elite and notorious Everleigh Club banished all 

visitors who spent less than $50 a visit, and the women working there pocketed $100 a 

week (about $2,400 a week in 2015 dollars).40 Upon the closing of the Everleigh Club, 

the never-married Everleigh sisters retired to New York with their collection of luxury 

items and died comfortably of old age amid their Chicago-accrued wealth.41 Bessie 
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Hertzel, who had “more diamonds than any landlady on the West Side” and a serious 

heroin addiction, sold her brothel in 1910 when she woke up married to Eddie Jackson.42 

She made somewhere between $15,000 and $20,000 in the sale—approximately 

$360,000 to $480,000 in today’s dollars accounting for inflation.43  

This level of wealth was certainly not available to the majority of brothel owners. 

Most men and women of Chicago never came near the startup capital necessary to open 

an elite brothel in Chicago’s red-light districts. Vic Shaw went from being a burlesque 

dancer to owning two elite brothels only because of the large cash bribe she received 

from a Chicago millionaire family.44 Many of Chicago’s brothels were nothing more than 

shanties or small apartments where men and women coordinated the selling of sex. Annie 

Plummer’s brothel on 13 ½ Peoria Street was a “miserable shack” that she struggled to 

keep open because of the increasing rents and her abusive ex-husband.45 Sex workers on 

the West Side rented horse stalls and rooms in ruined buildings by the day for a place to 

conduct their work.46 Most brothels provided homes by day and workplaces by night for 

many men and women of the red-light district, but brothels varied greatly in terms of 

comfort and profits. 

Prices for sex work in Chicago ranged from 25 cents to $20 with black women 

sex workers receiving the lowest wages.47 According to historian Cynthia Blair’s analysis 

of Chicago’s 1900 Census, black women made up 17 percent of registered brothel sex 

workers when they made up only 2 percent of Chicago’s population.48 Black brothel 

owners and sex workers earned less than their white counterparts, but occasionally they 

accessed niche markets catering to the curiosities of a white male clientele.49 Historians 

have identified that much of the moral panic of the Progressive Era was in reaction to 
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racial mixing when white women socialized and coupled with black men.50 The moral 

panic did not apply to black women selling sex to white men as this transaction 

reinforced the system of racialization linking black women to depraved sexuality.51 

In their efforts to save young, poor, white women, Progressive Era activists 

targeted and vilified men who profited off of women’s sex work. Activists and reverends 

produced books and films that exaggerated and perpetuated enslavement and trafficking 

narratives, including titles such as the 1911 book Chicago’s Black Traffic in White Girls, 

the 1912 book The Vice Bondage of a Great City, the 1912 book Can Such Things Be? A 

Story of a White Slave, and the 1913 silent film Traffic in Souls to name a few 

examples.52 These narratives painted men, often black men, in the sex work economy as 

abductors and enslavers. The narratives ignored the low-earning brothel staff positions 

that men, including black men, filled in the sex work economy such as piano players, 

waiters, and porters.53  

In 1909, when Chief of Chicago Police Steward singlehandedly changed red-light 

district regulations, one of his reform measures targeted the men profiting from the sex 

economy.54 He prohibited men from owning or operating brothels, and promised to arrest 

all men subsisting off the income of sex workers on charges of vagrancy.55 Progressive 

Era activists were enthusiastic about this new gendered policy because it reinforced the 

notion of protecting women from the “white slavers” and the male “undesirables” living 

off the profits of women.56 In response to Steward’s regulation, some men registered their 

wives’ as the brothel owners and some women received swift promotions to brothel 

manager.57 However, the powerful men of the red-light districts were immune to 
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Steward’s regulations.58 Brothel owners paying into organized crime’s protection market 

avoided the raids and arrests demanded by Chief Steward. 

The Chicago organized crime network from 1900 to 1919 coordinated the 

protection and exploitation of illicit gambling and sex work businesses with the 

corruption of legitimate political and law enforcement offices. The bulk of organized 

crime activity in the network was contained within the market of protection: graft and 

payment collection from brothels and gambling dens, fixing of legal cases, donations to 

aldermen, and corruption of police departments. The protection market was open, 

meaning that organized crime could absorb businesses wanting protection and 

connections, and organized crime could exploit businesses that it wanted to protect or 

close.  

The protection market and the geography of Chicago required organized crime to 

become territorial. Spatially, Chicago was and continues to be a large city in terms of 

square miles (234 square miles), especially compared to older eastern cities such as 

Boston (90 square miles) and Philadelphia (143 square miles). Though sex work occurred 

throughout the city, the segregated red-light districts provided a profitable concentration 

of illicit entertainment establishments. The coordination of the protection market with the 

police departments and local aldermen zoomed in on the territories of red-light districts 

and did not expand much beyond those territories. Women’s brothels were among the 

many illicit entertainment establishments requiring protection in these districts, and 

women connected to organized crime through their payments into and their benefits from 

the protection market.  

 


